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The network of forts that were utilized to support Army
operations had been established to support the expansion of the
national objective—the economic development of the West—and to
control white and Indian transgressions. Fort Steele, Wyoming
Territory, represents an example of the former, while Fort Lewis,
Colorado, represents the latter. The employment of troops by Generals
Pope and Crook from these two installations suggests that the military
was serious in its efforts to act as a disinterested mediator in disputes
between whites and Indians (in support of the national Indian policy).

The Army leadership publicly expressed frustration with the
handling of Indian affairs by the Department of the Interior, but the
Army, nevertheless, continued to conduct operations in support of
national policy. This is not to suggest that the national policy wasa
singular coherent document; rather, it was vague and disjointed in its
construction and execution. From this amorphous strategic setting,
the Army attempted to bring uniformity and purpose.

In this effort, the Army benefited from the lengthy terms of its
senior leaders. The lack of physical documentation of strategic and
operational plans and goals was offset by the long tenures of the senior
leaders who maintained a central purpose in the conduct of operations.
The views of Sherman and Sheridan would determine the national
military strategy during the period, and the construction of this
strategy would set the framework that produced the operational
design.

The primary goal of the national strategy was the support of the
settlement of the West, with the supplementary goal to support the
national Indian policy. With these as the central themes of national
strategy, the operational strategy to implement these objectives
became the establishment of a series of forts that would quite
naturally be complemented by the construction of adjoining railroads.

Given the political demands for troops throughout the West and
faced with an austere manpower and budget picture; the Army’s
operational design quickly evolved toward the creation of a large
series of small garrisons that would be massed for field operations and
were in close proximity to the rail system. The drawback in this
system was the location of the Indians. As the reservation system was
developed, it became a natural result to place them in areas that were
not desirable to whites—namely places that would not likely attract
the development of a railroad. Because of this, the Army was not
always in position to deter outbreaks as they arose but instead was
forced to react to events after the fact.
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The alternative of positioning the Army alongside the Indians,
while seemingly attractive, was not feasible on several counts. First, it
was not practical in terms of the size of the Army at the time; second, it
was unlikely that the Army could have successfully constrained all the
bands as the reservation system was then arrayed. In addition, if the
troops had been located at the reservations, they would not have been
in position to defend the centers of white populatmn and economlc
development.

The other feature of the Army’s operational design that was
central to the conduct of the Indian campaigns, in general, and the Ute
campaign, specifically, was the use of converging columns. The use of
this method owed itself to the relative positioning of troops and to the
nature of the threat. Given the large number of small garrisons
'scattered over a large area, the quickest means to get them into the
field was to mass them at several different points and then to
concentrate them at converging points. Also, by doing this, the limited
rail network was not overtaxed in supporting operations from a central
point. The advantage held by the Indians in tactical mobility was
offset by the use of converging columns by the Army. Having
succeeded in using this method on some occasions, the Army
considered it the answer to Indian mobility.19

These methods served as the Army’s primary operational tools for
combating the Utes and the other Indian tribes. The Army received
" criticism for not formalizing the lessons of the Indian campaigns
through the military education system or other means. As historian
‘Robert Wooster laments: “Those strategic debates that did occur
almost always concerned conventional warfare more applicable to the
battlefields of Europe than to those of the American West. The absence
of routine meetings, regular correspondence, or open discussion of

military strategy toward Indians also discouraged individual
initiative.”20

The arguments expressed by Wooster, however, demonstrate
more his own lack of understanding of a military organization than
they present proof of a failure on the part of the American Army. It is
precisely because of the Army’s lack of formal discussions of Indian
tactics that initiative became a survival skill for tactical leaders. Any
attempts by the Army to draw any centralized doctrinal lessons from
the Indian campaigns might have been damaging, as this assumes
that the Army was fighting a common and predictable enemy. It is
likely that such efforts might have produced an outcome similar to
General Crook’s fate in his futile attempt to transfer lessons from the
Red River campaign to his Rosebud campaign. The use of a few central
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Chief Ignacio of the Southern Utes,
after the Ute War, when he became
a chief of police and eschewed
normal Ute attire

operational methods provided the Army with enough commonality of
intent when fighting a divergent enemy over a wide area to achieve
success.

The Army’s focus on fighting a European-style war is largely
explainable as its means of preparing for the most dangerous potential
threat to the nation. The military view is always to prepare for the
most dangerous enemy, and at no time was the nation seriously
challenged by any group or groups of Indians. The scope and intensity
of the Indian wars remained limited insofar as the national
government was concerned. Certainly, in the view of many Indians,
the policy of the government and its execution by the Army resembled
total war. The initial operations of the Spanish-American War,
however, vindicate the U.S. Army’s focus on “conventional war.” The
Army’s attention remained on the defense of the nation, and the Army
did not become consumed by what can be categorized as an “economy of
force” mission.

This argument has probably the most enduring value for the
modern officer. As in the Indian-fighting Army, the challenge today is
to sort out priorities during a period of constrained resources. It could
become easy to focus on the smaller, more pressing issues and to lose
sight of the Army’s overall purpose: the defense of the nation. The
period between wars has always been characterized by debate about
how best to prepare for the next conflict. While it is always tempting to
be caught up in a transitory “policy du jour,” it is essential that the

Courtesy Colorado Historical Society
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Army strive to maintain central themes that define its purpose and
missions.

It is doubtful that any change in the Indian policy or of the Army’s
role in supporting its execution would have made any difference in the
ultimate outcome of the Ute campaign. The primary lesson to be
learned by the Army from this experience is the value of early Army
involvement in the structuring of national strategy and the Army’s
continual assessment of the government’s commitment to that policy.
If the Army’s input, in the end, fails to mediate the views of our
political leaders, it appears that the words of Sherman, as he awaited
the result of Agent Adams’ mission to the Utes, may echo again: “. ..
we are left in the heart of the mountains with our hands tied and the
danger of being snowed in staring us in the face. I am not easily
discouraged, but it looks as though we had been pretty badly sold out
in this business.”2t
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